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Harnessing the Power of Beliefs: Guides for Policy and Practice

The statements of belief presented in this document were developed to serve as a foundation fcr efforts to guide
restructuring of the educational system in Texas. Restructuring is not adding more of the same or even making
significant improvements to the existing strudure. Restructuring requires that the current system be redesigned
to meet the demands of a changed society. A dedicated group of Texas educators devoted time and energy to creating
this set uf statements that express fundamental beliefr about the responsibilities of individuals, the obligations of
schools, and the goals of the educational system.

Clear purpose and direction are essential for
effectively restructuring an educational sys-
tem. Acting on the conviction that vision is
needed to define "the right thing to do,"
members of the SEDL /Texas "Organizing for
Excellence" Partners group developed the fol-
lowing set of belief statements to provide a
foundation for redesigning educational policy
and practice at all levels of the system. The
group tested each belief statement using the
following five criteria:

1. Relevance: Is this a fundamental, core be-
lief?

2. Importance: Can we answer the question,
"What difference does this statement
make?"

3. Common Meaning: Can this statement be
understood by the average person? Is it
clearly stated?

4. Context: Does the statement fit within the
context of the whole set. Does it contribute
to the whole meaning?

5. Universality: Can this belief be applied at
all lev els (school, district, state); to all in-
volved (students, teachers, administra-
tors, parents, school board members, etc.);
and in all areas (curriculum, instruction,
staff development, budgeting, etc.)?

Declaration of Intent

Every individual has a vested interest in the
success of schooling. To ensure that success,
we must build a system based on vision and
moral purpose. Our intent must ba to restruc-
ture the educational system into a learning
community that supports, affirms, and reflects
in its every operation the following funda-
mental beliefs.

1. Every person has equal value and worth.

The educational system must be designed to
affirm the dignity and worth of all who
participate in it. Though an individual's be-
havior will affect the degree to which he or she
is held in esteem by others, the basic humanity
shared by all must be acknowledged and re-
spected. This must be the basis for all educa-
tional decision making in a highly heterogene-
ous society. The value placed on education for
all in the U.S. must be matched with a
commitment to value each person's language
and ethnic identity. Students must be assured
that their ethnic and cultural heritage is
viewed as equal to any other. Parents/guardi-
ans must be assured that their thoughts and
feelings are given equal consideration regard-
less of their ethnic, educational, or socioeco-
nomic background. Teachers, other staff, and
administrators at all levels of the system must
be assured that their contributions to the edu-
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cational process are of equal value to those of
others. Full and enthusiastic participation in
the educational system is stimulated
through an active and ongoing affirmation of
the inherent worth of each individual.

2. Every person can learn and realize success.

The system must be prepared to deal with stu-
dents at the levels of knowledge, skills, and
attitudes with which they enter the system.
The schooling experience must be structured
so that every student can move fram where he
or she is at to where they need to be to experi-
ence success in learning and in life.

The inclusion of every person in this belief state-
ment promotes the idea that learning is an
ongoing process for adults as well as children.
Each individual can continue to learn and
attain greater success. The system must be
prepared to provide parents/guardians with
opportunities to understand the purpose of
schooling and to contribute to their children's
success. The system must provide teachers,
other staff, and administrators with the pro-
fessional growth opportunities they need to
succeed in their work with students.

3. Together, the family, the school, and the
community control the conditions for
success.

Th t. success of learning, teaching, school
administration, and family welfare is an
interdependent endeavor. It requires the coor-
dinated efforts of the separate forces of family,
school, and community. Together, the family,
the school, and the community must forge a
learning community that unites spheres of re-
sponsibility, areas of interest, resources, and
common goals to create conditions for suc-
cess. The weaving of these three forces into
such a learning community will invalidate all
excuses for failure. There must be a recogni-
tion that much of our learning occurs outside
of the school, and that both the family and the
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community provide valuable learning re-
sources.

4. Schools must develop knowledge, skills,
thinking processes, and attitudes for suc-
cessful living today and for tomorrow's
world.

Schools promote the development of the
whole person in the present and for the
future. The educational system must be de-
signed to provide students with the basic
knowledge required to function in a techno-
logical society; with the ability to analyze
probbms, to access information, and to de-
velop alternatives; and with the understand-
ing that learning is a continuing process.
Schools must deal with the cognitive and the
affective, the vocational and the avocational,
the realities and the possibilities.

Learning is a lifelong process; therefore, stu-
dents must be prepared to learn throughout
life. In addition, the definition of student must
be expanded to include people of any age with
a desire to learn. The educational system must
provide parents/guardians with an apprecia-
tion of the need for continued learning and for
analytical thinking. It must provide teachers,
other staff, and administrators with the oppor-
tunity to acquire new knowledge and to de-
velop new skills and attitudes requited in a
changing world so that they can better address
the needs of students.

5. In a democratic society, schools must en-
sure the opportunities necessary for all in-
dividuals to reach their potential.

A democracy requires the full participation of
its citizenry. Full participation dependson all
individuals achieving their full potential to
contribute to the economy and culture of the
nation. Webster's Dictionary defines potentialas
"something that can develop or become ac-
tual." This means that each individual has an
array of possibilities limited only by innate
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physical or genetic factors. Schools must
ensure cmditions that encourage these possi-
bilities to develop to their fullest.

We can no longer afford a system that meets
the needs of only a certain percentage of our
students. The educational system must be
structured so that students from all ethnic
groups, from all socioeconomic levels, and
those with special needs are ensured the op-
portunity to reach their potential. While
individual acceptance of those opportunities
is necessary, the realization of full potential is
contingent on the educational system devel-
oping within the individual the skills and
attitudes that enable learning.

In addition, all parents/guardians should
have the opportunity to participate as part
of the learning commurdty. They should have
a chance to learn what they need to know to
reach their own potential as well as to help
their children. Teachers, other staff, and
administrators should have staff develop-
ment opportunities to grow and develop.

6. Schools must enable individuals to assume
responsibility for their own behavior and
performance.

The educational system must be redesigned
from a system focused on external control to
one that encourages individuals to develop a
sense of responsibility for their own behavior
and performance. To enable is to provide the
means or the opportunity that makes some-
thing possible. Therefore, skills and knowl-
edge necessary to assume responsibility must
be identified and learned. Respons!bility
must be both given and accepted. Barriers to
responsibility must be recognized and over-
come, and mutual support for all individuals
must be provided.

7. Schools that honor courtesy, mutual re-
sped, obligation, and shared commitment
provide the best conditions for success.

The educational system must foster an atmos-
phere in which courtesy and respect are
observed in all interactions between people;
where everyone feels free to express their
ideas; where individuals fulfill their obliga-
tion to accept responsibility for the success of
the whole; and where everyone is committed
to working together toward common goals.

8. Collaboration and cooperation are essen-
tial for arriving at the best decisions and
for implementing successful solutions.

The educational system must be redesigned so
that every level provides opportunities for
input into the decision-making process by
those who will be involved in carrying out the
decisions. Because the best decisions emerge
from a consideration of viable options, it is
important to include those individuals who
have the experience and the information
needed to identify the options. Collaboration

the joining together of those who are con-
cerned about an issue produces the quality of
information needed to gain insight into the
possibilities; cooperation working together
for mutual benefit generates the best op-
tions from which to choose. The inclusion of
teachers, other staff, and administrators in
decision-making processes reflects an en-
lightened leadership philosophy that pro-
motes a sense of ownership in the decision.
This sense of ownership, in turn, generates a
commitment to the successful implementation
of decisions and encourages individuals to
harmonize their respective professional judg-
ments and responsibilities.

9. Individuals and schools must be empow-
ered with sufficient authority to cart y out
responsibilities for which they are held ac-
countable.

Accountability is an essential ingredient at all
levels of the educational system. Staff at each
level of the system should be held accountable
for 'those areas for which they are responsible,
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but accountability should be coupled with
sufficient control over the conditions for suc-
cess. Empowerment giving legal authority
or official sanction provides the opportu-
nity to effectively carry out responsibilities.

10. Successful schools require a climate that
encourages creativity and innovation.

In a world where change is rapid and infor-
mation grows in geometric proportions, the
educational system must encourage creativity
and innovation. While care must be taken to
avoid jumping onto each new and untested
bandwagon, there also must be an acceptance
of the risks involved in trying new ideas and
new ways of doing things. Within the learning
community, people at all levels must recognize
that fear of failure will effectively stifle both
creativity and innovation.

Conclusion

This set of beliefs can provide that "mecha-
nism" suggested by Drucker for identifying
and systematically eliminating those policies,
programs, or activities that are unproductive,
dysfunctional, or obsolete. Such a set of belief
statements can provide a frame for evaluating
the current organizational structure and a
starting point for building a new structure. If
there are elements of the current system that

do not support the beliefs, or that are actually
contradictory, those elements should be elimi-
nated. When designing new policies or adopt-
ing new practices, the belief statements can
serve as a guide to "the right thing to do."
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